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ESCAPE

 

 




Some things you forget. Other things you never do. But … places, places are still there. If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a picture floating around out there outside my head. I mean, even if I don’t think it, even if I die, the picture of what I did, or knew, or saw is still out there. Right in the place where it happened.

—TONI MORRISON, BELOVED







CHAPTER 1

ANCIENT CITIES TO THE EAST

We were never young. We were just too afraid of ourselves. No one told us who we were or what we were or where all our parents went. They would arrive like ghosts, visiting us for a morning, an afternoon. They would sit with us or walk around the grounds, to laugh or cry or toss us in the air while we screamed. Then they’d disappear again, for weeks, for months, for years, leaving us alone with our memories and dreams, our questions and confusion, the wide-open places where we were free to run like wild horses in the night.

It happened all at once, my brother and I sitting naked in the bath, playing with our toy boats, listening to the music and the sound of muffled voices from the next room. We are swaddled in red and green wool blankets and readied for sleep: story time, pajamas, the rubbing of tired eyes. Goodnight canyon. Goodnight mountain. Goodnight building. Goodnight stars. Crayons are put away, cubbies cleaned, teeth brushed. I drift to sleep and am rattled awake, surprised to see my mother’s face with her shaved head, her hazel-green eyes, her round Dutch cheeks and crooked yellow coffee-stained teeth, “Hi, Goo. Wake up. We have to leave. It’s not safe here.”

I’ve been told this woman’s name is “Mom.” That’s what I’m told to call her. I know the word is supposed to have some kind of special meaning. She comes to visit me. She’s sadder than the others. She wears overalls and squeezes me, talks about how she misses me, her eyes forever darting around the room like a nervous bird. My eyes are filled with sleep, my head heavy. “But I’m tired.”

Bonnie and Clubby are the other women. They’re with me every day. They’re funny. They talk in strange voices and always have a game to play or a slice of apple or crackers and juice. They call me “Son.” Pronounced “Suuuuuun” in a low baritone on account of my deep voice, round belly and overbite that makes my top lip stick out in a funny way. They always say they could just “eat my face.” They’re big and soft, like warm pillows I can fall into. Clubby talks in a strange way that doesn’t use any r’s. “Well, waddya think, kid? You gonna get in yo jammies o’ wut?” She says it’s because she’s from a place called New Yoke. Which is far away from California.

The woman I’m told to call “Mom” cries when she comes to visit. She reads me a book or we walk around the compound, the big golden field, or I sit in her lap as she sings songs with words I don’t understand—“Fair-a, jhock-a, fair-a jhock-a, door may voo, door may voo.” She combs my hair, tells me she misses me. “Don’t be sad, Mom,” I tell her. I tell her that most of all. “Don’t be so sad all the time.” She stares at me when I eat like she’s trying to memorize something, like she’s about to say something but decides not to.

“I love you, Goo. My little boy.” Tears in her eyes fall on the bib of her clean blue overalls. Everyone wears overalls here. I have three pairs. Then she disappears again and I find Clubby and Bonnie and we laugh and build things out of Popsicle sticks or play hide-and-seek with the other kids until bath time, then song time, singing:


There’s a land that I see where the children are free …



Then bedtime when there are stories of dragons and castles and baby birds and moons that talk to children and children who talk to cats and blue butterflies that talk to lions. Then they say goodnight to me, to Cassidy, to Guy, to Dmitri—my best buddy—then Noah.

When I wake up, when all the other kids are still sleeping, Mom shakes me and says, “We have to go, we have to go now. You have to be quiet, honey.”

I tell her I need some water. She has a look I’ve never seen as I feel my chest sink into itself like there’s something sharp and hot at the bottom of my throat. “What about Clubby and Bonnie?”

“Shhh … We can write to them, I promise.” She picks me up. The other kids are fast asleep. There’s a soft yellow light coming from the doorway of the bathroom with the low toilet next to the craft tables. Debbie, who watches over us at night, stands next to the woman I am told to call Mom. She looks scared. My brother Tony is in the doorway, already dressed, his arms crossed. His head is shaved just like mine.

“Where are we going, Mom?” My throat is dry and I feel a blankness spreading from my stomach, up over my chest, going out over my arms and legs to my fingers and toes.

“To the car, to go see Grandma and Grandpa.”

A car? I don’t understand. I’ve seen cars driving in and out of the long driveway at the front of the building but I’ve never been in one. They look so big and fast. I wonder if it will feel like flying. When Dad comes to visit, he rides a loud, two-wheel car called a moto-cycle. He leans back on the seat with his hands on the handlebars which makes it look exactly like he’s floating on air.

The world is as big as the playground, the field, the forest on the far side of the road and this room where I sleep with Dmitri and Cassidy after song time, as big as Clubby and Bonnie with their funny voices and tomato soup and toast.

The woman I’m told to call Mom is looking for my shoes. Debbie goes to the cubby closet and opens the door to the cubby where I keep my overalls, underwear, socks and the baseball Dad gave me signed by Steve Garvey, who is a professional baseball player. Dad likes baseball, I think. I have a bag where I keep my toothbrush and a yellow plastic comb that’s too big for my shaved head. I have marbles and chalk and the pictures I drew with Bonnie on construction paper. I don’t have any toys. None that are mine anyway. All the kids have to share our toys and no one can even keep a bike if someone brings you one.

Debbie puts my things in a paper bag and hands them to Mom. We start for the door. “Wait, Mom. No one will know where I am when they wake up.”

“It’s okay sweetie.”

“Shut up dummy!” Tony says.

“Shhhhhh!!” Mom pulls him to her hip.

“But why do we have to leeeeeave?”

She lets out a deep breath, puts me on the ground, gathers us like a mother hen.

She squints, holding her eyes closed tight, her hands over her forehead, then opens them and looks at me, grabbing my hands in hers. She reaches for Tony but he turns away. “Listen, I know you don’t understand, but we have to leave right now and we can’t let anyone find out, okay? So I need you guys to be quiet. We’re going on an adventure.”

Her eyes move wildly from me to my brother, back to me. “You can sleep in the car. And when you wake up, you’ll be at Grandma and Grandpa’s house and we’ll all have Dutch rolls and cheese.”

There’s no reasoning with her. I try to imagine what the house looks like. I’ve never left the School, which is what everyone calls this place. I wonder if it’s got a big door. Mom once told me they had lots of music boxes, that Grandma was crazy for small boxes that play music when you open them.

I look at Tony’s face for clues but he’s got his chin pressed against the door frame, holding the paper bag with his stuff in it. My head feels woozy as my eyes fall on the buttons of Debbie’s blue overalls. She’s nice but she’s new. I miss Clubby because she used to be with us at night and would hold me when I had a bad dream and call me Suuuuuun. She would tell me we were safe here, all of us here in Synanon, living together, a great big family, a tribe of humans who love each other and love the world and love the little babies most of all.

Debbie whispers something to Mom. Tony is mad. I’m told he’s my brother. I see him on the playground but he never plays with the other kids. He sits by himself. I sit by him sometimes but I don’t think he likes me because he pushes me and tells me to leave him alone. He’s three years older and twice my size. People say we look like each other but I don’t see it.

Mom picks us up. She seems so much like a giant bird. Like she swooped down from the sky and got us. I want to tell her not to worry, that I can fly too. I’m strong enough and sometimes when I’m dreaming, my ears get big—big enough to be like wings—and I can fly anywhere I want. I just flap them and soar way up into the sky. I tell myself, Remember, you have to remember this when you wake up. You can fly. And I’m remembering now because I just woke up. I want to tell her but there’s no time. She beats her wings and we take flight over the school, the playground, the yard, the field, the buildings, the entire Synanon compound where we played games and ate and sang and slept. Where we heard the adults screaming through the speakers of the Wire, the in-house radio, with its crackle and hiss letting us hear the sounds of people laughing, people crying, people yelling, people dancing, a jazz band playing music. The Punk Squad, the mean teenagers with their cursing and cuffed jeans getting punched in the face if they ever talk back. Every week one of them runs away and everybody gets so mad. The sound of Chuck, the Old Man, the leader, talking about things we don’t understand. He says he loves us but he’s always so angry. And the bird, we are told to call her “Mom,” flapping furiously, eyes locked on some faraway point as she clutches her chicks and we fly up over Tomales Bay with its streams draining into the Pacific Ocean, the giant redwoods on the hillside, the big waves crashing against the rocks on the coast, slowly breaking them into tiny pieces, fracturing them, pulling them apart—until they’re soft to the touch, portable and broken, easy to walk on, to place into a small plastic bag for a tourist visiting with sunburned ankles from some ancient city to the east.





CHAPTER 2

THE BIG ROAD

There’s a brown car waiting in the parking lot at the front of the compound. The driveway looks different at night. I’ve seen stars before, when Bonnie and Clubby would take us outside to lie on our backs and look up at the sky. Bonnie and I have chosen a star for me. It’s easy to find, hanging over the pine trees at the edge of the field. But I don’t see it. I wonder where it’s gone. I want to point at it and name it and say hello. All I can hear is the shuffling of our feet, a soft cooing from the woods and the rumble of the engine in the parking lot. The air smells damp, like concrete and pine needles, a big cloud of steam bursting from behind the long brown sedan. There’s a man sitting in the front seat with a short blond mustache that goes halfway across his upper lip.

I can’t believe my luck that I get to ride in a car. “Is that your car, Mom? Who’s that man?”

“That’s your grandfather.” She opens the rear door and helps us in.

“Hi-dee do,” says Grandpa Frank. I see his eyes in the little mirror. He looks like an older, short, mannish version of Mom. Same round cheeks which I’m later told are something called “Dutch.” Mom has told me stories about him, that he was on the Olympic team for Dutch but that he couldn’t go because they canceled the Olympics because of the war. Mom says Grandpa has the strongest hands in the world because he was a gymnast, that he was in two different armies for two different countries, America and Dutch. She told me he was far away fighting the Germans when she was born and that Grandma Frieda sent him a picture of her. She showed it to me once: it was a round-cheeked baby girl sitting on a chair in a white apron, a bonnet on her head. “Daddy carried this on his ship. Carried it in his pocket.” He would look at the picture, crouched in a hole in the ground when the Germans would drop bombs on him and his friends in a place called the Bulge where there was a big battle and awful things happened but Grandpa won’t talk about it because it was so terrible. All he’d ever say is that he would look at the picture and whisper, “Gerredina. Daddy loves you.”

“Hi Dad.” Mom climbs into the front seat. She looks around, scanning the parking lot, the woods, the driveway that leads to the Big Road.

“Where are we going?” Tony says.

Grandpa Frank is frozen in his seat, staring straight ahead, hands on the steering wheel. Mom turns around.

“We’re leaving, honey.”

“Will we be back by lunch?”

“No. I’m sorry. We won’t.”

“But Noah has my baseball card!” Tony yells, stomping his foot.

“I’ll get you some new cards,” Grandpa says.

It’s strange to hear a man speak. We’re so used to the women. His voice is deep and certain. The men don’t come to the School very often and when they do, we stare at them like wild beasts from our storybooks. They have beards or mustaches, big muscles and leather boots. Some are bald with hair on their arms, necks and chests. They’re so tall and when they play with us, they throw us in the air to show us how much stronger they are. It’s fun to be small next to something so big.

“Okay,” Tony mumbles. I can tell he’s just as stunned as me. We aren’t used to the men.

Mom closes her eyes and puts her hands over her ears. She rubs her temples. She looks exactly like Noah when he got stuck in the big tree behind the School.

“Are we going to live with Grandma and Grandpa?”

“For a little while, yes. But then we’ll probably live somewhere else.”

“But what about Bonnie and Clubby?” I ask. “And Dmitri? Will I see them? Are they leaving too? Are they coming with us?”

“I don’t know if they’re leaving. I hope so. We can write to them.”

“What does that mean?” I can write letters. I know my alphabet as well as Dmitri and we read books together, at bedtime, and sometimes during the day. But I don’t understand why writing matters, what the letters on a piece of paper have to do with sitting on Bonnie’s lap naming stars or playing with Clubby and being called Suuuuuun.

“You’re just gonna have to trust me, honey. We have to go now.”

The ride down the driveway is bumpy. I’m amazed as I’m pushed back into the seat. I look back at the School. The rear window looks like a giant movie. I think about my friends asleep in their cots, the time I woke up in the middle of the night to find Dmitri talking with his eyes closed. I got out of my cot and put my ear right up next to his mouth to hear what he was saying, but it was just pieces of words. “He’s dreaming,” Clubby whispered. I looked over my shoulder and saw her smiling face, the deep-set eyes with heavy black circles, the short clipped hair, the massive shoulders protruding up in swells from beneath the straps of her overalls. “Sometimes when people are dreaming, they talk and sometimes they don’t.”

“Will he hear me if I talk to him?”

“Nah, he can’t hear you. He’s not really there. He’s somewhere in his head. That’s what a dream is. When you imagine you’re somewhere you’ve never been while you’re sleeping.”

The stars are moving so quickly behind the Synanon compound as we turn onto the highway. The Big Road! Wow! I try to flap my ears so I can fly back. I want to hug Bonnie and sit next to Dmitri’s cot to see if he’s dreaming right now. Maybe we both are. Maybe this is his dream. How can you tell?

My brother sits on the other side of the backseat. He keeps pushing down on his knuckles with his cheek until they pop. Our brown paper bags are stacked between us.

I feel a pull toward the playground and the yard, a tug like a string stretched to a breaking point. I want to crawl into Bonnie’s lap, to sleep. But the highway—there are other cars on it going so fast they look like blurs, like the wings of a hummingbird. The green signs go by overhead with names of places on them: San Francisco, Los Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento. It feels exactly like flying in my dreams, like my arms stretched behind me, legs tucked and I’m leaping, higher and higher until I’m up above all of it, looking down. And there, from that perch above the clouds, I see a stone wall that rises to a gray tower. I can just walk across the cloud and let myself in. When I close my eyes, I see all the people from Synanon: crying and dancing and laughing and screaming and riding swings and eating macaroni and cheese. Bonnie, Clubby, Dmitri, Cassidy, Guy, Noah. And Dad. I close my eyes hard to see Dad, but I can’t. He’s blurry like the cars on the highway. So I open them and see Mom hunched over in the front seat, her round Dutch cheeks covered in tears and my brother with his mouth tight and his fists clenched, staring out the window at the strange cars and highway signs.



MOM WAS RIGHT about the music boxes. Grandma and Grandpa’s house is filled with them. There is one in the bedroom that has a picture of a blue windmill and one in the living room made of old wood. They play pretty songs when you open them. There’s another in the kitchen where we eat Dutch cheese and rolls. In the living room there’s something called a grandfather clock. There are some small clocks sitting on shelves, some are made of crystal, some of metal, one is made from a green stone and has a white face with no numbers. That one’s my favorite.

In Synanon we had tables and chairs and poster board and a big swing set and dishes made of plastic. We ate and made crafts at short wooden tables. This house is filled with paintings and furniture that’s been carved to look like waves or flowers or faces or buildings. There’s an old fisherman in a ratty hat staring down at the dining room table, a cat made of glass that prowls on the shelf in the living room. There’s a painting on tiles of little rivers that go right through a city in Dutch. The couch is creamy white with little green flowers and stuffed thicker than any pillows I’ve ever seen. I wonder if a king lives here since Grandpa’s golden chair looks like a throne.

I like Grandpa Frank because he talks to us and whenever we leave to go somewhere, he gives us a “smack on the fanny,” which means a hard hit on the butt. He’s funny about it, lining us up one by one. It’s true that his hands are very strong. He lets me grab his fingers and squeeze as hard as I can while he laughs.

He’s always making little jokes with us. We’ll say, “What are we doing today, Grandpa?”

And he’ll say, “Today, we are going to the dump.”

We’ll laugh and say, “No we’re not! We’re gonna play!” Because we know he’s going to take us to collect golf balls in his golf cart or to see his boat, the little white one he keeps at the dock.

Grandma will lean in and say, “Stop teasing the boys, Frank.”

“Jokes! It’s important to laugh, you know.”

Grandma is skinny with blue-white hair and small teeth so that you can barely see them when she smiles, if she smiles. Her face is bunched up, like she’s hiding something, something that escapes little by little through the day as she sits in her favorite chair in a thin blue robe across from Grandpa, drinking from a tall cup filled with ice and “Dutch.” That’s what she calls it: “Frank, dear, will you refill my Dutch?” Grandpa gets up from his throne and walks over to a small counter where he pours an orangish-brown liquid from a crystal bottle into the tall glass. It smells like sweet gasoline. She drinks the Dutch all day long every day and as she gets sleepier, her meanness leaves her like air from a balloon so that by the time dinnertime comes, she wants us to come sit by her. She smiles with her little teeth and says, “Hi schweety, are you happy here? Would you like a piece of candy?”

Mom says Grandma’s family lived in America before she moved to Dutch. Her dad was a coal miner and their family did something called quaking, which made them Quakers, so Grandma couldn’t do fun stuff like dance or play cards. One day she moved to New York to become a nurse which is where she met Grandpa who took her back to Dutch.

The mornings are worse for her. She says, “I have such a headache. Frank, dear, will you bring me my pills?” She shuffles her feet when she walks like she’s afraid to take steps too big while Grandpa Frank gets her pills or her slippers or her breakfast or another sweating glass of Dutch delivered at eleven fifteen A.M. sharp.

Mom is gone in the afternoons when Tony and I play outside on the grass. Grandpa sits on his chair and calls out, “A dit dit dit … Watch out for the bees.” I don’t know if this is Dutch or if it’s just how grandpas talk because I’ve never known another grandpa. They were in our storybooks with their white hair and bent backs. They have something to do with the moms and the dads. They seem permanent, like the trees. Grandpa tells us we have to be nice to Mom. She’s been through so much.

Grandma says at least she “finally got away from that awful place and good riddance to that drug addict ex-husband of hers.”

I know she’s talking about Dad but in Synanon everyone was a drug addict so I don’t understand why she’s so mad about it. Anyway we never used the words “drug addict.” We would just say someone was a Dope Fiend. People said this with pride and I’m pretty sure that’s what we are and if someone were to ask us whether we are white or black or Dutch or Italian, I’m not really sure but I know we’re all Dope Fiends because that’s all anyone ever talks about.

Tony draws monsters. I draw superheroes. Tony draws big battle scenes with tanks and soldiers and explosions, beasts with horns and big teeth that drip blood. They hold axes and clubs and guns in their claws. My superheroes fly through the air trying to kill the monsters. It’s never clear who wins. Grandpa says we should draw something nice for Mom so I draw a picture of her with long hair because even though it’s shaved all the way to the scalp and everybody stares at her when we go to Goodwill, she says it used to be long and pretty and that’s the way she likes to see herself in pictures. Plus she says men like long hair and she wants to be pretty for a man and no man wants a single mom with a bald head.

Mom gets an album and shows me photos from when she was growing up in Holland. She shows me the house where they lived. She says she grew up speaking Dutch which sounds like if you speak with peanut butter and crackers in your mouth. She didn’t come to the United States until she was fourteen and there was no one to speak Dutch with anymore so she spoke English or she didn’t speak at all.

She tells me there were bomb craters all around the neighborhood that she used to play in. They were like giant tears in the earth, like a piece of the earth had been scooped out. There was a war and Grandpa fought in it and that’s when she was born and afterward she lived in a big house but there was still rubble everywhere and those giant holes in the ground right in the middle of where everybody lived.

I ask her if she ever saw the bombs go off. She says it was all over by then but that craters from a war are a good place for a kid to go and hide.





CHAPTER 3

C-U-L-T

No one ever tells us we escaped from a cult. No one uses that word, except Grandma. Everyone else calls it Synanon or sometimes they say it was a “commune.” And everyone says it was great, “before it went bad.” That’s how they put it. Like it was milk that went sour.

When Mom argues with Grandma in the living room, she says that it saved our lives. She’ll put her hands up and say, “Where was I supposed to go?”

Grandma says, “You could’ve come home! I knew it was a mistake sending you to Berkeley.” Mom doesn’t know what to do when people get mad at her. It’s like she’s missing the piece of the brain made for yelling so instead she crumples up like a piece of paper and buries her head under pillows. She tells us how important Berkeley was. How she went off to college when she was only fifteen because she was so smart and she met all kinds of new people there and she learned how to change the world by sitting down in different places so they could beat Thatasshole Reagan.

She marched and she sat and she sang and they got hit with tears gas because they needed to stop a war (it was in a place called Vietnam) and have Civil Rights but Thatasshole Reagan didn’t want those things so he sent soldiers to launch tears gas at them which made them cry. They sat on the street with their arms locked and the soldiers on horses came straight at them and they weren’t sure if they were going to die but that’s what you have to do if you want to change the world.

Mom always says, “Synanon was mild compared to Berkeley.” Berkeley was the center of the world, she says. And the government was killing young men “to defend a lie.” I don’t know what the lie was but I bet she was scared. She says the bodies of those young boys were hidden. Like we’re supposed to forget they died at all. I don’t know who these boys are or how old they were or if we’re next. And I’m proud of Mom for trying to stop it and protect the boys like us, even though Thatasshole Reagan threw tears gas at her (which might explain why she cries so much, it’s the gas).

I wonder about the bodies. Where did they hide them? Could I stumble on one in the bushes outside Grandma and Grandpa’s house? Are people sad?

Mom says that Synanon was going to change the world, before it went bad. Synanon was going to be the new way people lived, all together, being honest and free and not taking drugs. She says people needed a new way to live because the old way wasn’t working anymore and she was proud to be part of it, this new group of people who were going to change the world.

It all sounds great when she tells it but did they have to make it so the kids were alone so much?

“Synanon was mild?” Grandma gets so mad when Mom says that. “They took your kids, Gerry, and put them in that, that place.” She spits the word out like a piece of meat caught in her small teeth.

“Synanon had a good school.” The School is where they put the kids when they took us from our parents. It’s where we all lived from the time we were six months old. Since Chuck, the Old Man, said that Dope Fiends would just mess up their kids anyway, we were all put in a building together to become children of the universe. You had to listen to Chuck. We had Demonstrators who were like teachers and classes and songs and I was lucky because I had a Bonnie. She would hug me every day and sing songs with me and call me “Suuuuuun” and ask me what I want for a snack.

Most of the other kids didn’t have a Bonnie though and some never even saw their moms or their dads. They just never came to visit. Dmitri said he doesn’t remember his mom’s face. She was somewhere else. He didn’t know where his dad was. The Demonstrators say we don’t need our parents because we have each other. But we don’t like sharing our toys and I didn’t know who to talk to when I woke up with a bad dream or fell off the monkey bars.

The older kids say that in the World Outside Synanon kids live with their parents and their parents take care of them. They hug you and kiss you and talk to you and pick you up. And it’s the same ones every day. They take you places and those are all your people and the whole group is something called a “family.”

All the kids in Synanon wish they had one of those.

Even if the mom or the dad was a Dope Fiend or busy trying to change the world. At least you weren’t alone.

Some of the kids were very sad. Tony used to sit alone at the edge of the playground all day. He would turn away when one of the Demonstrators tried to hug him. He doesn’t trust the adults and he doesn’t play with other kids that much. When Mom came to visit, she would say he’s just like that and he needs to learn how to “deal with his anger.” But maybe it’s because someone did bad things to him. That happened sometimes. The kids would get hit really hard or locked in a closet and there was no mom or dad to tell because they lived somewhere else and you couldn’t even remember their faces.

Maybe it’s just because he was alone so much. He’s almost seven and I don’t think Mom knows what it’s like to be alone for almost seven years.

Mom says it was “a good school.”

“It was an orphanage!” Grandma screams. “That’s what you call a place where strangers raise your kids!” Grandma says that Mom doesn’t even know who put us to bed or who woke us up or who taught us to read. She says we were sitting ducks. (We did play Duck Duck Goose a lot.) “You made them orphans, Gerry!” Grandma will point at us from her chair as we pretend not to listen. She has less control by the late afternoon, after her third or fourth glass of Dutch.

Mom doesn’t hear her. She’s good at not hearing people. If we tell her we’re hungry, she’ll say, “No you’re not. You ate earlier.” If one of us says, “I’m sad,” she tells us it’s not true, that we’re happy now because we’re with her.

It’s strange for someone to tell you your own feelings but maybe she knows better than we do.

She never says, “Why are you sad?” or “It’ll be okay.” It’s like we’re not allowed to be sad. We’re not allowed to be anything but what she tells us. She won’t hit us or scream. She’ll just wrap herself up in a ball on the couch and let her face go all blank. She’ll say, “It’s not my fault,” as she rocks her knees on the bed. She shakes her head and stares or she starts to cry until one of us tells her it’ll be okay, that we’re not sad, Mom, we were just kidding. We’re happy now because we are with her. Then she’ll wipe her tears and tell us she missed us every day.

Sometimes when we talk to her, she just stares at the ceiling with her hands on her chest and her face goes blank like she isn’t there at all. Grandpa says she’s sad but Grandma calls it the “deep-russian.” Tony will shake her shoulder or flash his hand in front of her face. We’re not sure what to do because we don’t know her very well. We only know her from the visits. And if she has the “deep-russian” then we know it’s our job to get her out of it because who else is going to do it?

We know she hates Thatasshole Reagan because she and Grandma argue about it. They argue about everything. Mom says, “Reagan is a fascist, Mother.” Or, “If Thatasshole wins the presidency, we won’t have a thing in the world.” When Mom says this, Grandma stares at her like something is ticking inside her, something turning and turning alone in her head like the crushed ice at the bottom of her glass.

“He was governor. You kids didn’t stop anything. It was a big tantrum. A tantrum with slogans and songs and drugs. Why couldn’t you just stay at Mills College? Why did you have to leave for Berkeley?”

Mom laughs when Grandma says that because everyone knows you couldn’t use drugs in Synanon. That was the whole point. She tells her that the people in Synanon were starting a better world. Then she’ll say, “I hated Mills, Mother. All those future Stepford wives learning how to be obedient little cogs in the machine of commerce.”

“At least they got to lead normal lives. You go off and join some cult.”

There’s that word again. C-U-L-T. I know my letters because everyone at Synanon knows their letters, even the little kids. My favorite one is O. I like to imagine there’s a whole world on the other side of it, a quiet place you can go to take a nap if you can just make yourself small enough to fit through the middle.

“C-U-L-T” is an ugly word. It looks like the C is spitting the U right at the L. The T is standing still with its arms out, trying to keep its distance from the other letters. They don’t seem like four letters that want to be in the same word together. Maybe that’s why everyone looks so mad when they say it.

“Well, I wish I hadn’t given them my babies,” Mom whispers. She looks at us. She always tells us Dad would’ve died without Synanon because he was such a Dope Fiend that he ended up in prison and he needed to go to Synanon and live there and play the Game so he could be out of prison and clean from drugs and not die.

Grandpa cooks dinner in the kitchen and Grandma is in her stuffed green chair in a robe, the glass of Dutch on the tray next to her.

“I liked Jimmy. Everyone did. He was funny.” When Dad visited us on his moto-cycle, you could hear the noise from the engine echoing off the hills and fields. We’d stop whatever we were doing and run to the front of the School because we knew it was him and he was a Tribe Leader, which meant he was really important in Synanon. Even Chuck respected him because nobody was tougher than Dad. He managed the gas station on Pico where the auto mechanics worked back before he moved to Tomales Bay because everyone said he knew a lot about cars, and people. He’d get off the bike and turn off the engine and we’d run up to him and he’d scoop us up.

We felt safe with Dad even though Grandma says mean things about him. “I know he quit the heroin, but I’ll never understand how you could marry someone who just got out of prison.”

Tony says Dad went to Synanon after an overdose, which is when you take too many drugs and your body goes to sleep. Some friends just dropped him on the front porch one day. Chuck, the Old Man, let him in and Dad spent a week on the couch shivering and throwing up into a bucket. That’s how the heroin gets out of your body, through all the puke.

Mom gives Grandma a sharp look then points at us.

“How could you trust a man like that?”

Grandma is cooking rice with chicken that she learned to make for Grandpa when he was in a place called “Indianezia.” It’s my favorite. He’ll stay in the kitchen looking after it while Mom and Grandma argue. Grandpa says that after he got home from the war, he had a company that took boats from Dutch to a place called Indianezia so that people in Dutch could have things from there. The house is filled with masks and little statues of smiling women in pointy gold hats, wooden men with bones through their noses that he brought back from Indianezia. They had a big house in Dutch where Mom and her sister Pam, who is something called an aunt, and her brother Jon, who is something called an uncle (those are things that happen in “families”), all lived with him and Grandma. They even had a maid who lived there with her husband and they took care of the babies a lot of the time. Mom says that’s who raised her, the nanny, because Grandpa had his boats and Grandma had her Dutch.

Maybe that’s why she put us in the School, because she didn’t think parents were supposed to raise their kids.

This was before they moved to America when Mom was fourteen years old so she and Jon and Pam could go to good American colleges like Stanford.

When Uncle Jon comes to visit, you can hear him for miles. He drives a big, loud moto-cycle like Dad. He doesn’t look like the Synanon people with their shaved heads because he’s got a long beard and long blond hair. Mom says he came to visit us in Synanon once and just sat in the back thinking all the people were weird. He’s nice to us, making jokes like Grandpa does.

Aunt Pam visits too with her kids who are something called cousins (there sure are a lot of titles to keep track of when you have something called a family). Their names are Marci and Paul and they play with us on the floor or draw at the table. Uncle Jon gave us another cousin named Heidi. Cousins are good because they’re like friends who look like you. Aunt Pam has Dutch cheeks like Mom and a warm laugh and she’ll hug us and tell us she missed us when we were “in that place.” Mom will give her a look and everyone gets quiet.

Mom says our dad “wasn’t so bad,” and Grandma gets so angry. “He was a criminal! And a junkie! And he left you for a tramp.” I pretend to look away. “A good man would’ve stayed. A good man would’ve gotten you out of that horrible place!”

Mom says that she and Dad are “friends” now and that they both “love us very much.” I’m not sure what a tramp is but since everyone lived together in Synanon, Mom had to walk downstairs the day after Dad left while I was still in her belly and Dad was sitting in the big common room with the tramp on his lap. Mom says she knew then that she had to be strong for me because it was her job to guard me because I was a special life that had to be born into the world.

Tony says Dad was thinking with his ding-a-ling.

“All I ever wanted was a man to take care of me. Just a normal man.”

“Then why’d you marry a drug addict?” Grandma looks at Mom who holds a pillow on her lap, staring at the blank white walls. “I don’t know what you expect your father and I to do but at some point you need to learn that the world isn’t just some fantasyland. All the crazies and weirdos and here you are with no husband, no money, two kids and a shaved head. You look like a mental patient.”

Grandma doesn’t know that you have to be nice to Mom or she’ll go into the deep-russian.

“Who’s hungry?” Grandpa yells.

“Do you think that’s why we moved to California? So you could end up like this?”

Mom sits still on the couch like she’s trying to solve a problem in her head. “I just wanted to see you. We’ll leave soon.”

“And what are you going to do with them?” She lifts her palm toward the dining room table where Grandpa put the steaming-hot bowls of spicy chicken and rice. “You know the crazies are looking for you and you can’t hide those kids forever.”





CHAPTER 4

BLOOD ON THE DRIVEWAY

The apartment in East Oakland is on the second floor of a building that looks like a giant spaceship. There are blue stairways that look like jets and huge pipes on the roof that look like a nose pointing toward space. It’s our new home. It sits on a corner across from a gas station and a hamburger stand with an electric sign saying, “Oscar’s Char Broiled ¼ lb. Burgers.” Tony says there’s nothing better than a cheeseburger and fries but how would he know? We’ve never been to a restaurant.

There’s no furniture in the apartment when we move in so we take our clothes out of the brown grocery bags and make neat piles in the living room for a couch. Tony stacks the jackets for a bed and I make a table from our shoes so we can kick our feet up. It’s better than regular furniture because we can use our imaginations and make the pile into any shape we want.

When we lie down to stare at the ceiling, Mom sets up her record player. It’s a small plastic suitcase that unfolds into little speakers and a turntable. All she has to do is plug it in and suddenly the empty room is filled with voices and instruments, all the people she carries with her in her record collection: Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, Tchaikovsky and Beethoven, small white 45s of the Beatles and the Doors.

The record player is always on in the spaceship because it feels less empty that way.

She makes us chicken soup on a hot plate since there’s no stove and pours it into white plastic cups which she says saves us time because it means we don’t have to do dishes like other people. The shoe table won’t hold the soup and crackers so we sit on the floor, leaning back against the wall to listen to Joan Baez.

When she sings, her voice fills the room like she’s hanging over us, high and silky, a sad angel who makes us feel like we are swimming in a sea of Joan Baezes, surrounded by her voice. It gets in your ears and fills your head, surrounding it, bouncing off the clothing and the shoe table, the T-shirts and socks and underwear that make up the bed. There’s a long window on the front wall. We can hear the cars outside and someone yelling as they walk down the street while we blow on our cups of soup. Mom says it’s good that we are “with the people now and not holed up in some guarded fortress like Nixon.”

We are the only four people on earth. Tony, me, Mom, and Joan Baez. Her voice echoes off the tinny walls of our spaceship:


There is a house in New Orleans

They call the Rising Sun

And it has been the ruin of many a poor girl

And me, oh God, I’m one.



Mom says Synanon was like a giant circle, bigger than anything and leaving feels like she’s outside of it, outside of herself which is also the circle. She doesn’t know who the person inside her head is without it. The space feels so small with only her.

She tells us about the Synanon band, the dancing they did every night after the Game. Everyone would gather in a big room and dance, letting their bodies shake and shiver and jump and flap. “We knew how to have a good time. No doubt about that,” she says, shaking her head and looking out the window at the flashing sign for Oscar’s Burgers. “And your father was a great dancer.” She says they danced all night. That it was special to dance with friends and they were in love and free from the eyes of the world. That was the good part about it. The music.

We drift to sleep. When I wake up, Mom is snoring on her back with Tony on one side and me on the other. It’s strange to be in a new place. The silence. The darkness. The strange voices from the sidewalk. Where are Dmitri and Bonnie and Clubby? Are they in the circle? Am I outside the circle now?

Mom tells us that things are different here in the World Outside Synanon. That the World Outside Synanon has different rules than Synanon did. We can let our hair grow and we can own bikes and kids live with their moms and dads. There’s no Game, which was a big circle where everyone would sit and yell at each other. Everyone in Synanon had to play it. It started as something only Dope Fiends did so that new Dope Fiends could learn from old Dope Fiends, because it’s hard for Dope Fiends to hear anything unless someone is yelling at them. At first it was something called Group Therapy but then it changed when the Old Man decided it needed to be more extreme. That’s when all the yelling happened.

People liked it for some reason so when all the Squares moved in, the people like Mom who didn’t do drugs but wanted to live in Synanon so they could change the world, they played it too. You could be mean in the Game. You could say anything. You could call someone an “asshole” or a “bastard” or a “piece of shit.” You could accuse them of doing bad things, say all the ways they were lying and running and hiding. You could say the worst things about them. But then when it was over, you had to be nice. You had to smile and hug the person you just called a piece of shit. They had to hug you back and pretend they weren’t mad and wait until the next Game to call you an asshole.

In the Game everyone was equal but Mom says that “some people were more equal than others,” because everyone knew you couldn’t say bad things about Chuck or the other leaders, even if they were mean, even if they made you get divorced and shaved your head and took your kids away.

That’s what made it a C-U-L-T.

Everything in the World Outside Synanon is so much bigger than everything used to be. That’s what I think when we go for a drive to San Jose. There are cars in the streets and huge buildings and buses filled with people all staring ahead, not talking to each other. The noise comes from machines. Jackhammers and lawn mowers, air conditioners and diesel engines shooting black smoke in the air. There’s so much movement. So many people. Why don’t they talk to each other?

We go to Oscar’s for lunch and Tony wants a whole cheeseburger. Mom says he’ll never finish it so we have to share one instead. It comes with a basket of hot, salty yellow French fries the size of our fingers that we cover in ketchup. When Mom cuts the Oscar burger in half, red juice and mustard squirt into the basket and Tony and I lift our halves to toast them like princes. I think this must be how rich people live with cheeseburgers for lunch whenever you want. Tony says Dad took him for burgers before but I don’t believe him because he eats his whole half, licks the salty juice off his hands then licks the waxy paper from the bottom of the basket.

We cross a huge bridge made of metal and concrete and see the water stretched out in all directions, the factories on the shoreline behind us, Alcatraz prison in the middle of the bay surrounded by boats. Everything is so big! What could have made it all? How could you think of everything at once?

It feels like something created by giants. Like they walked the earth and put a building here, a bridge there, kicking a tunnel into the mountain with their giant shoes.

It’s late by the time we get back from dinner at Grandma and Grandpa’s house in San Jose and when we get to the top of the stairs of the spaceship, the apartment door is wide open. Mom pulls Tony and me toward the railing. “Hello?” She leans forward squeezing my hand. “Is someone there?” We wait outside while she goes through the door.

Tony says maybe Dad came to visit so we look for his moto-cycle in the parking lot on the other side of the railing but we don’t see it anywhere.

We hear Mom’s voice coming from the inside of the apartment, “Oh, dear … For heaven’s sake … Well, shit.”

We go inside and find her sitting in the middle of the floor. Our stuff is everywhere, the bags turned over, the clothing and records spread out on the cream carpets.

“I don’t get it,” Mom says. “What could we possibly have that somebody would want to steal?”

We wait outside for the police and when they arrive, they nod at us as they walk by with their flashlights darting around the room, bursting through the big window in the front of the spaceship.

One of the two cops asks Mom questions from the doorway while she sits on the floor with her back against the wall. He’s got a brown mustache and a real live gun in a black holster on his waist. He wants to know if we had any valuables. Any jewelry or a TV set or credit cards?

Mom looks embarrassed as she shakes her head.

“We had a record player,” Tony says. It must be worth something since it’s what filled up the empty room.

Mom kneels down. We sift through the thrift-store jeans and socks, placing them in a big pile in the center of the room. Bob Dylan has a boot mark right through his leather jacket. Some of the other records are under clothes or thrown against the wall. The record player is gone.

The cop asks if it was valuable. Mom shakes her head and tells him it was just an old plastic thing.



THERE’S A PICTURE of Dad we keep in a small golden frame on the windowsill at the front of the apartment. He’s stretched out on his back smiling with his shaved head, sideburns, and big black mustache. I take it down sometimes to stare at it, trying to imagine where he is and what he’s doing. When I see my face in the mirror, I don’t see him. People say sons look like their fathers but I have corn-silk hair and big funny teeth, a pug nose and Dutch cheeks like Mom. Dad has black hair and a big Italian nose. There’s a darkness around his eyes, his skin deep brown, the color of caramel and there’s something to the smile, something like a flash of light, the feeling that he’s already laughing at the joke he wants to tell you.

Mom said he left Synanon too, that it’s just too crazy now that they’re splitting up marriages and forcing all the men to have vast-ectomies. Since the Old Man’s wife died, he decided no one should be married. So hundreds of couples had to get divorced. It was for the good of the world, he said. So they had a big meeting and decided everyone would get a new partner and one day everyone found out who their new husband or wife was, even if it was someone they didn’t know that well. Mom says that some people thought that was nuts and that’s when a lot of people started to leave. Because only a C-U-L-T would do a crazy thing like that.

This made the Old Man angry so he started a group that had guns and boots and trained how to fight and these men started beating people up who were trying to leave. They called them “splittees,” the people who tried to leave. “Dirty fucking splittees.”

Dad left too. He’s living with another woman and her daughter somewhere near Los Angeles now.

Phil is the only man we know. He’s a friend of Mom’s from Synanon. He parks his van in the long driveway next to the spaceship. He knocks on the door every few days so he can come inside to use our shower. He just left too and is still getting used to the World Outside Synanon. His orange VW camper van looks like a giant pumpkin. He’ll bow his head when he walks through the doorway, holding his towel and toothbrush in his hand, his shoulders hunched, the wire glasses, the soft voice asking about the soap. He stays for dinner sometimes before heading back out to the van where he sleeps at night.

His ex-wife is still in Synanon and so is his daughter, Darla. Mom says Phil wants Darla to live with him but Synanon won’t allow it so Phil went to a judge to prove Synanon is not a good place for a child to live. I hear them talking when I stay up late with the door open because the bedroom is too dark. He says he’s scared, that he got a visit from two men, two of the Old Man’s crew, who told him to “back off the legal stuff” or there could be trouble. He was about to sub-peena the Old Man, which is when you make someone go and face a judge. He thought if the judge knew about the School, how the babies are taken away from their parents like an orphanage, he would let him have his daughter back. But he’s scared of the men because everyone knows they’re beating people up. He doesn’t know what to do. He wants to see his daughter.

I wonder if Dad feels this way. If he looks at pictures of me the way I look at pictures of him or if he’s too busy on his moto-cycle in his new place with his new woman in Los Angeles.

Darla comes for dinner with Phil and we all eat Oscar’s Burgers because it’s a celebration since he hasn’t seen her for so long. Darla is my age and looks more like a porcelain doll than a kid. She has creamy-white skin and black hair cut straight across her eyebrows. She smiles with crooked teeth and eats her fries as she sits in Phil’s lap. After dinner she and I play with the Legos from the big bag that we got at the Goodwill on University Avenue. She says her mom is the prettiest in the whole world and I say my dad is the coolest in the world and Phil and Mom say, “Hey, what about us?”



WHEN WE MOVE to the house on Spaulding Avenue in Berkeley, Phil moves in with us. He brings his orange VW van, following us as we drive in the old white Vega with wooden doors that Grandpa bought us for eight hundred dollars. It’s packed with pots and pans and clothes that we got at the Salvation Army.

The street looks like a tunnel beneath the branches of the big trees that line the sidewalk. There are leaves on the ground everywhere, over the pavement, the gutters, forming a brown-and-yellow blanket on the lawns and driveways. Mom says we’ll have our very own house where we’ll live with Phil and even Darla sometimes and we won’t hear the neighbors through the walls or have to walk up the big stairs of the spaceship with our bags of food from the food bank where we have to wait in the long line for bags of flour and sugar and milk and the orange rubbery cheese that’s good for noodles or grilled cheese sandwiches.

It’s a brown house with a big porch with nine concrete steps and a long driveway running down the side. There are two bedrooms and a bathroom, a real kitchen, a living room, even a tree in the backyard covered in white flowers. We run inside and call dibs on the bigger bedroom which Phil says we were going to have anyway since the three of us have to share it.

I like Phil and I wonder if this is what dads are like. He doesn’t hug me, but sometimes he puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes it and I feel a warmth in my chest like a hug and it’s good. I know he’s not my dad but I like that he lives with us because it’s safer with more people.

Is this what it means to have a family?

When he gets home, he lifts Darla up in his skinny arms and she clings to him like a little monkey. I think how lucky she is to be with her dad. I don’t even mind when Mrs. Morris thinks he’s my father. She lives next door with her two kids. “You should tell your dad it’s garbage day,” she says to me from the porch next door. I don’t know what to say because my dad is in the golden picture frame, in a house in another city with other people, so I don’t say anything.

Phil walks out and says he already knows it’s garbage day. He puts his hand on my shoulders and squeezes them and I feel the warmth because I know he doesn’t mind if she thinks he’s my dad even though I already have a dad. It means I don’t need to explain to her that he’s gone and we’re sad about it.

A pretend family is better than no family. It’s better than being at a school that’s really an orphanage where you wake up and there’s no one to talk to.

Mom says single mothers have it the hardest in the world and Mrs. Morris is a single mother and we don’t understand how hard it is and it’s not her fault we were in the school like an orphanage even though she sent us there and we shouldn’t make her feel bad about it because Dad would’ve died without that place and all she ever wanted was a man to take care of her and we’re not sad now, we’re happy because we can be a family even though we know it’s just pretend.

She lies down on the bed and her face goes blank and we know she has the deep-russian so I rub her back and tell her I’m not sad.

When it rains, Phil sweeps the water from the yellow floor in the kitchen because it seeps in from the back porch beneath the door. There’s a drainpipe with a hole that splashes water like a faucet that gets into the house and makes a little lake on the kitchen floor. It’s nice to be in a house though. He even turns the garage at the end of the long driveway into a playroom for Darla and me. It’s got a concrete floor and high wooden shelves where he puts the toys.

Darla and I play in there all day. There’s a big rug from Goodwill on the floor so it isn’t so cold even though we have to wear sweaters when the chill comes.

Mom says everyone in Synanon went crazy. They think we belong to them. They think we are their kids, not hers. Darla and I have to stay in the garage because Mom says they might try to find us and take us back. I guess it’s safer in there but it gets old just sitting on the concrete all day. I know she’s scared for us. I think the men who spoke to Phil scared her too.

Some days we can hear the ice cream truck on the street, the slam of screen doors and the kids from next door pedaling their bikes trying to chase after it. We hear them playing freeze tag or hopscotch or drawing pictures on the sidewalk with chalk. We listen to them talk, trying to remember which is which. They’re lucky since they get to go outside. “That’s Sarah. She’s the tall one with the curly hair and freckles. She lives in the green house with the flower bushes out front. I think she got a new bike.”

“Na-ah. That’s Molly. Sarah’s her sister with the brown hair.”
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